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Young Twice (1977 Twice ( -1981 and Waiting For God (1990 God ( -1994 ) offer a celebration of aging; the mischievous activities of older protagonists in these comedy series represent a more positive model of aging than is often apparent in serious dramas. Sally Wainwright's Last Tango in Halifax (2012-) deployed this strategy to critical acclaim, basing a BAFTA-winning comedy drama around the late-life romance of two widowed pensioners and eliciting comparisons with Gavin and Stacey (2007-10) when the first series was broadcast on PBS in 2013. 5 In the United States The Golden Girls (1984) (1985) (1986) (1987) (1988) (1989) (1990) (1991) (1992) put women front and centre, and allowed them emotional and sexual lives. These 'girls' are, however the 'young-old' -women of pensionable age who are still healthy and active -rather than the 'old-old' -women whose health is failing and who have become dependent on carers for support. 6 In these terms The Golden Girls offers a rather tidy account of growing old; death rarely makes a showing and
Estelle Getty as Sophia Petrillo, the oldest of the 'girls', is clearly a younger woman in a wig.
In The Golden Girls much of the comedy again centres on proper and improper behaviour for 2 women in late middle age, such as Blanche Deveraux's sexuality, or Sophia's ageinappropriate language.
These active, eccentric examples of older female character roles are swimming against more prevalent representations of the older woman as marginal, more sedate, secondary characters.
Margaret Meldrew (Annette Crosbie), in One Foot in the Grave (1990 Grave ( -2000 embodies a sitcom stereotype -the long-suffering wife as foil to a central male protagonist. While this British sitcom broke new ground by addressing aging and death with dark humour, it stuck to the traditional gender dynamic of the suburban comedy by placing the middle-class wife in a secondary, reactive role. 7 Last of the Summer Wine (1973-2010) is a notable example of this formula, and a candidate for the longest-running sitcom on British television, recently topping a poll for the most repeated British comedy series. 8 The show focusses on the eccentric adventures of three elderly men but also features a number of older women -such as Ivy (Jane Freeman) and Norah Batty (Kathy Staff) -relegated to the role of humourless battle-axe:
Over the course of a series, male stereotypes become vivid and human, as we pick up little items of information about them. … With female figures, however, it is difficult for this transformation to happen; the available stereotypes are strictly limited to the nag, the spinster and the dumb sex object. All of these define, rather than transgress, the 'norm', since they all relate at bottom to the invisible ideal of the family against which male eccentrics pull.. 9 Although older characters are given transgressive roles, the gender dynamic of many series still falls into stereotypical patterns as older women are aligned with a repressive domestic as men trouble the 'natural' facade of heteronormative identity because it exposes the extent to which masculinity, too, is reliant on prosthetic accessories.
Much contemporary debate about cross-dressing references Marjorie Garber's work, Vested
Interests (1992), where she argues:
The transvestite is both a signifier and that which signifies the undecidability of signification. ... The transvestite is a sign of the category crisis of the immigrant, between nations, forced out of one role that no longer fits ... and into another role, that of a stranger in a strange land.
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While Garber addresses gender, class and race, the category of age may equally be understood as interpellating the 'category crisis' which cross-dressing embodies. Many male performers who dress as older women expose the heteronormative limits of patriarchal discourse via their comic) discussions of gynaecological issues (or 'women's trouble') and also mark the limitations ascribed to the older woman, by embodying the grotesque, excessive aging body. 20 The 'category crisis' of male to female cross-dressing in television comedy does not automatically entail a radical or liberatory transgression; it can also reiterate 6 the binary understanding of gender that positions women as more subject to the vicissitudes of their natural bodies than men. Men cross-dressing as older women may thus be understood as both an exposé of the taboos which adhere to aging femininity and as misogyny in action.
Laraine Porter comments on the ambiguous dynamic of such performances:
On one level, these representations can be understood as a celebration of female solidarity and survival. They illustrate a fixation with aspects of femininity which are unknowable to men: dropped wombs, large bosoms and hot flushes. 21 Porter maps the history of British comic female impersonators, proposing that they fall into two groups; from the 'glamorous if over-determined drag' of performers such as Danny La inappropriate but dangerous, exposing the female subject, especially, to ridicule, contempt, pity and scorn -the scandal of anachronism.' 27 Hilda and Gladys are anachronistic; they are 9 not 'acting their age' -they confound the stereotype of the weak and passive old lady by asserting their hypersexual desires both linguistically, through constant innuendo, and physically, by assaulting the young men they encounter.
The sketch does not, however, position its audience unequivocally in ridiculing the old ladies.
We are invited to laugh at their antics, but also to laugh with them, as in the final moment where Kathy Burke as Hilda looks into the camera and gives a triumphant thumbs-up. This is a complex and contradictory account of elderly women -the old ladies are laughable but also 'in control'. They induce hilarity but also a potential for identification. In Russo's essay she argues against the scandal of anachronism, proposing that one must risk anachronism as one gets older -particularly as a woman -she writes: 'In my view, anachronism is a risk which is both necessary and inevitable as a sign of life.' 28 In these terms the comic anachronism that Hilda and Gladys represent is a necessary risk, as it opens up the possibility of truly living, rather than merely existing. Russo states that: 'Acting one's age, in a certain sense, can be understood as a caution against risk-taking, with higher and higher stakes associated with advanced chronological age until finally acting one's age means to die.' 29 Hilda and Gladys represent a mischievous refusal to lie down and die.
Queer Transactions
Clearly this is not a simple or singular representation of old women; we are aware of the performers beneath the wigs and floral dresses throughout. Burke and Enfield are dressed and padded to look like old ladies but they are not heavily made up; they are not trying to 'pass' as old. Nelly Quemener addresses this disjunction in her examination of cross-dressed characters in sketch comedy on French talk shows, arguing that they 'rely on actorly embodiment' rather than visual artifice, so that the sketch character becomes a fluid 10 apparition rather than a concrete persona. 30 Quemener proposes that discrepancies between appearance and behaviour in comedy sketches offer a queer transaction between performers and their audiences, and that when women take on discrepant performances they open up a space 'on a scale from female femininity to female masculinity.' 31 At the same time
Quemener is aware of the provisionality of comedy television performance and the dangers of assuming a singular or predictable reaction from its viewers:
The mainstream target of the performances and the entertainment contract with the viewer nevertheless produce performances that rely on a double speak mechanism ...
In other words, they usually contain elements both of ambivalence and of reflexivity that either open up possibilities of destabilization or can be seen as elements of resistance.
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This is how I understand Hilda and Gladys; not as unequivocal queer resistance, but just for a moment undercutting cultural norms of gender and age, not least through the evident discrepancies between the performance and the identities of the actors. Old age is mobilized in these sketches as a space of opportunity, where it is possible for women to behave badly, to be inappropriate, and not be punished for doing so. actions that lead to their triumph over the young men than their victims' inability to resist them, either through embarrassment, shock, or a gentlemanly unwillingness to hurt the older women. These Old Ladies thus take the disadvantages of age and deploy them as a guerrilla tactic; the surprise of the attack, the incongruity of the attackers. Who would think that these 'lovely' old ladies would have such desires or would act upon them?
In an essay on Privilege, Yvonne Rainer's 1990 film about aging and the menopause, Gwen
Raaberg comments: 
Catherine Tate's 'Nan'
In the early noughties The Catherine Tate Show also featured a transgressive older character; Nan (Catherine Tate) is an East End cockney grandmother whose politically-incorrect opinions and bad language are suffered by her grandson Jamie (Mathew Horne). 37 Nan is usually depicted in her flat, often sitting with legs akimbo, ranting about the 'fucking state' of friends, relations, the country, and so on. Nan is not a 'lovely' old lady; she is an irascible character, occasionally breaking into song to illustrate her point of view. In the third series Jamie, her grandson, is the middle-class avatar, expressing horror at her language, her behaviour and, in this sketch, her memories. Above all Nan is an angry old woman who refuses to be quiet and discreet. While Hilda, Gladys and Nan offer a celebratory (and hilarious) deconstruction of the patronizing view often afforded older women in popular media, they also carry the weight of contemporary fears about aging. As in the list of pejorative jokes about older women I cited at the beginning of this essay, Hilda and Gladys and Nan are, indeed, intimidating, embarrassing, over-talkative, unattractive and (in Hilda and Gladys' case) sexually predatory.
Their strength as comedy characters, and as representations of older women, is that they are unconcerned by the social opprobrium around them. They are unafraid of aging and refuse to be cowed or controlled by their younger relations or by any 'young man'. 18
Mrs Brown's Boys

